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DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY AREA

STUDY AREA

Burke County is located in the southwestern region of North Carolina piedmont.  It is bordered
by Caldwell County and Avery County on the north, Catawba County on the east, Rutherford
County and Cleveland County on the south, and McDowell County the west.  It contains a land
area which is roughly comparable to other counties in the western piedmont of North Carolina. 
With a human population of 89,148 in 2000, it is the most populated of the seven westernmost
foothills counties of the state.  The majority of the county is forested.  Morganton is the county
seat and  the largest municipality in the county with a population of 17,300.  Most of the other
municipalities in the county are clustered along the Interstate 40 corridor east of Morganton. 
This area includes the towns of Drexel, Valdese, Connelly Springs (Rutherford College), and
Hildebran (Icard).  Glen Alpine is located west of Morganton along the interstate corridor. 
Numerous smaller communities are scattered across the county.  Figure 1 shows the
municipalities and major roads of the county.

TOPOGRAPHY AND PHYSIOGRAPHY

Figure 2 shows two geomorphic regions, classified by similarity of landform and geology, that
Burke County lies within.  Less than one-fifth of Burke County is located within the Blue Ridge
Ranges section of the Blue Ridge Physiographic Province, an area which includes all of North
Carolina west of the steep, eastern escarpment of the Blue Ridge.  Elevations in this section
range from about 1200 to 4000 feet in elevation.  This montane section of the county consists of
steep slopes and ridges with deep stream valleys on the eastern escarpment of the Blue Ridge. 
The extremely rugged 10 mile-long Linville Gorge lies at the top of the escarpment in
northwestern Burke County.  The higher peaks that surround the gorge rim exceed 3800 feet in
elevation.  All of the gorge is included in Linville Gorge National Wilderness.  The northernmost
part of the county, near the head of Linville Gorge and the Blue Ridge Parkway, includes a small
area of terrain exceeding 3500 feet in elevation which contains the only montane wetlands
known in the county.  Most of the Blue Ridge section of the county is contained in Pisgah
National Forest. 

The remaining four-fifths of the county are within the Inner Piedmont Section of the Piedmont
Physiographic Province.  This area is characterized by the typical rolling to moderately steep
topography of the western piedmont, with the exception of the South Mountains.  The South
Mountains are quite rugged, with a topography of slopes, peaks, ridgetops, and high-gradient
streams that is quite similar to areas in the Blue Ridge.  Although their physiography and
geology place them in the Piedmont physiographic province, the South Mountains are
considered by many biologists to be an outlier of the Blue Ridge.  Elevations in the South
Mountains range between 1200 and 2800 feet.


